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ABSTRACT

The body mass and total length of 84 Varanusgiganteus captured on Barrow
Island, W.A., were determined. These were compared with published data on
the dimensions of V. varius, V. salvator and V. komodoensis. The largest
Australian monitor is V. giganteus, which is exceeded in body mass and total
length by both V. salvatorand V. komodoensis.

INTRODUCTION

It is generally accepted that the Komodo dragon (Varanus
komodoensis) is the largest species in the Family Varanidae, and the
largest extant lizard. However, reports on the relative sizes of other
large varanids are somewhat vague and imprecise, as few actual
measurements are provided to substantiate the estimated sizes of
these species (Bustard 1970; Minton and Minton 1973; Cogger 1975;
Storr 1980; Storr et al. 1983; Vernet 1984; Pianka 1986; Wilson and
Knowles 1988; Greer 1989).

The perentie (Varanus giganteus) is generally considered to be the
largest lizard in Australia (Bellairs 1969; Bustard 1970; Cogger 1975;
Storr 1980; Storr et al. 1983; Pianka 1986; Greer 1989), and is also
implied to be second in size only to V. komodoensis (Storr et al. 1983).
However, few measurements of the dimensions of V.giganteus have
been reported (Greer 1989; Horn and Visser 1988; Mertens 1958;
Pianka 1986; Storr 1980; Storr et al. 1983).

While conducting research on aspects of the ecology and physiology
of V. giganteus on Barrow Island, W.A. in March 1983 and January-
February and March 1984 (Green et al. 1986; King et al. 1989), 84
individuals of that species were captured. The body masses, snout-
vent length (SVL), and total lengths (TL) of these animals were
measured.
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Figure 1. The SVL vs body mass of 84 V giganteus from Barrow Island
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Figure 2. The TL vs body mass of 84 V. giganteus from Barrow Island

RESULTS

The body masses of V. giganteus ranged from 0.15 to 11.70 kg (Figures 1
and 2),SVL from 023 to 0.88 m (Figure 1) and TL from 0.59t0 1.96 m
(Figure 2). The SVL's of ten individuals, weighing from 6.30 to 11.70
kg, were between 0.85 and 0.88 m, and the TL’s of eleven
individuals, weighing between 7.35 and 11.70 kg, exceeded 1.90 m.
Both SVL (Figure 1) and TL (Figure 2) appear to asymptote at weights
of 6 to 8 kg. Further growth beyond approximately 190 m seems to
be in added bulk rather than additional increase in length.
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Figure 3. Thetaillength/ SVL vsbody mass of 84 Vgiganteusfrom BarrowIsland

The ratio of tail length to SVL in V.giganteus decreases with increase
in size and age, from over 161 in some small specimens to values
below 1.2:1 in some large animals (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Length

Tail length is a dimension that is often of limited value in varanids
as many individuals lose the tips of their tails at some stage, and the
tail does not regenerate as it does in some other lizards. However, the
approxXimate tail length (and ratio of tail length to SVL) of varanids
can be determined by the difference between TL and SVL.

Cogger (1975) has stated that the tail length of V.giganteus is 1.3 times
the SVL, but this takes no account of changes in the relative
proportions of body parts during growth. Likewise, Storr (1980) cited
tail lengths in V. giganteus of between 147 and 1.92 times SVL in
animals with SVL’s of 0.5 m or less. It appears that in both of these
studies the relative body dimensions were biased towards young
animals,

The longest SVL and TL dimensions found in the present study are
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greater than those previously reported for preserved or live
specimens (Butler 1970; Horn and Visser 1988; Mertens 1958; Storr
1980; Pianka 1986), although Mertens (1958) recorded aSVL of 0.91 m
and a TL of 2,02 m for the mounted skin of the type specimen of V.
giganteus. There have been unsubstantiated claims of V. giganteus
reaching 2.4 m (Vernet 1984), 2.44 m (Bustard 1970), 2.5 m (Wilson
and Knowles 1988)and 2.59 m (Minton and Minton 1973).

The lace monitor or tree goanna (V. varius) is generally regarded as
the second largest Australian varanid. The longest SVL and TL
reported for V. wvarius by Weavers (1988) were 0.75 and 1.92 m
respectively. An unsubstantiated TL of over 213 m has been
reported for V. varius (Minton and Minton 1973). The ratio of tail
length to SVL is greater in V varius than in V. giganteus,and the ratio
does not appear to change with age (Weavers 1988).

There are few published data on the dimensions of the water
monitor (V. salvator) of southeast Asia. The longest reported TL is
2.36 m, with a SVL of 1.04 m (Flower 1896). Whitaker and Whitaker
(1980) state that this species may reach a TL of 2.5 m, and Vernet
(1984) suggests that it may reach a TL of 3 m, however these two
reports do not provide accurate measures of dimensions.

There have been claims that the TL of the arboreal varanid V.
salvadorii of New Guinea exceeds 4 m. Schutze-Westrum (1972)
claims that it reaches 4 m and possibly more, Auffenberg (1981) refers
to a “probably exaggerated” newspaper report of a specimen with a
TL exceeding 4.27 m, and Bustard (1970) refers to the species, which
has an exceptionally long tail, reputedly exceeding a TL of 4.88 m.
The greatest TL which has been measured for a living V. salvadorii is
204 m, and is from an animal captive in the San Diego Zoo (Horn
personal communication).

The longest TL for a wild-caught V. komodoensis was 2.52 m
(Auffenberg 1981), but there is a specimen in the Senckenberg
Museum with a TL of 3.04 m (Mertens 1958), and a specimen
acquired by the St. Louis Zoo was reported to be 3.09 m (Minton and
Minton 1973). The tails of V. komodoensis are only slightly longer
than their SVL’s, however the tails of adults are proportionately
shorter than those of juveniles (Auffenberg 1981).

Body Mass

The heaviest reported body mass for V. giganteus is 17 kg (Butler 1970).
This is much heavier than any of the animals captured in the
present study. It is also heavier than the maximum body mass of
140 kg reported for V. varius by Weavers (1988), or the 139 kg
reported by Khan (1969) for the V. salvator. However, V. salvator can
reach a body mass of 18 kg (Whitaker and Whitaker 1980), and it
may reach over 30 kg (Minton and Minton 1973; Green unpublished
observation). The body mass has been determined for very few V.
salvadorii and the greatest value known is 7.0 kg (Horn personal

198



communication). All of these values are well below the heaviest
value of 54 kg reported for a wild V. komodoensis (Auffenberg 1981)
or the 166 kg value reported for 2a Komodo dragon received by the St
Louis Zoo (Minton and Minton 1973).

The data presented here reinforce the claim that the perentie, (V.
giganteus) is the largest Australian lizard in terms of length and body
mass, while the lace monitor, V. varius is the second largest lizard in
Australia. However, both of these Australian varanids are shorter
and weigh less than either the Asian water monitor V. salvator or the
Komodo dragon (V. komodoensis). The maximum length of V.
salvadorii is uncertain, and no body mass measurements are available
for specimens over 203 m.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

WAPET Petroleum Pty provided transport to and accommodation
on Barrow Island as part of a research grant and Harry Butler
provided valuable assistance in capturing and handling perenties.
George Horn provided useful data on V. salvadorii.

REFERENCES

BELLAIRS, A. 1969. The Life of Reptiles. Weidenfeld and Nicholson,
London.

BUSTARD, H.R.1970. Australian Lizards. Collins, Sydney.

BUTLER, W H. 1970. A summary of the vertebrate fauna of Barrow
Island, W.A. West. Aust. Nat. 11:149-160.

COGGER, HG. 1975. Reptiles and Amphibians of Australia. AH. and
AW.Reed, Sydney.

FLOWER, SS.1896. Notes on a collection of reptiles and amphibians
in the Malay peninsula in 1895-6; with a list of the species recorded
in that region. Proc. Zool. Soc. (London) 1896: 856-914.

GREEN, B, KING, D. & BUTLER, W.H. 1986. Water, sodium and
energy metabolism in free-living Perenties, Varanus giganteus. Aust.
Wildl. Res. 34: 589-595.

GREER, A. E. 1989. The biology and evolution of Australian lizards.
Surrey Beatty and Sons, Sydney.

HORN, HG. & VISSER, GJ.1988. Freilandbeobachtungen und einige
morphometrische Angabe zu Varanus giganteus (Gray, 1845) (Sauria:
Varanidae). Salamandra 24:102-118.

KHAN, M.1969. A preliminary study of the Water Monitor, Varanus
salvator. Malay. Nat.J. 22: 64-68.

199



KING, D, GREEN, B. & BUTLER, H. 1989. The activity pattern,
temperature regulation and diet of Varanus giganteus on Barrow
[sland, Western Australia. Aust. Wildl. Res. 16: 41-47.

MERTENS, R. 1958. Bemerkungen uber die warane Australiens.
Senckenberg Biol. 39:229-264.

MINTON, S.A. and MINTON, M.R. 1973. Giant Reptiles. Charles
Scribner’s Sons, New York.

PIANKA, E.R. 1986. Ecology and Natural History of Desert Lizards:
Analyses of the Ecological Niche and Community Structure. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

SCHULTZE-WESTRUM, T. 1972. Neueguinea. Kimmerly and Frey,
Bern.

STORR, GM. 1980. The monitor lizards (genus Merrem, 1820) of
Western Australia. Rec. West. Aust. Mus. 8:237-293.

STORR, G.M. SMITH, L.A. & JOHNSTONE, R.1983. Lizards of Western
Australia. 1. Dragons and Monitors. Western Australian Museum,
Perth.

VERNET, R.1984. Les Varans. in F. de Beaufort (ed.) Especes menacees
et exploitees dans le monde: Guide pratique pour leur connaissance et leur
identification.

WEAVERS, B.W. 1988. Vital statistics of the Lace Monitor Lizard
(Varanus varius) in southeastern Australia. Vic. Nat. 105:142-145.

WHITAKER, R.and WHITAKER, Z.1980. Distribution and status of
Varanus salvator in India and Sri Lanka. Herpet. Rev. 11: 81-82.

WILSON, S.K. and KNOWLES, D. G. 1988. Australia’s Repnles Collins,
Sydney.

200



